It is perhaps helpful to note that many such texts are treatises on evil. They may be read as expressions of deep concern about the moral confusion which reigns in societies where people are no longer able to distinguish easily between that which is good and that which is evil. In the considerable number of African countries in which political institutions have largely broken down, religious discourse can be seen as an attempted remedy by means of a reordering of power, as will be discussed in due course. To this extent these popular religious texts reflect the preoccupations of Africans concerning the way in which power is exercised in their societies. If it is often difficult for analysts operating in the Western academic tradition to penetrate the meaning of such works, this is for reasons which, we will assert, derive from some discussed in more detail below. A related discussion on popular literature is Michael Schatzberg, 'Power, legitimacy and democratizationn" in Africa', Africa, 63, 4 O 993), 445 common misapprehensions about the nature of religion and politics in Africa south of the Sahara. Since the texts to which we refer are concerned with power in African societies, or to be more exact, with the dangers which can arise when power is not properly organised and controlled, they can be considered a commentary on a world in which power is seen as being too often an instrument of evil people who use it to destroy peace and harmony. To that extent, they are also an oblique criticism of government or of misgovernment. Hence they cast an interesting light on the way in which religion and politics in Africa act upon each other.
There is widespread evidence that many Africans today continue to hold beliefs derived from traditional cosmologies which they apply to their everyday activities, even when they live in cities and derive their living from jobs in the civil service or the modern economic sector. 5 Contrary to what an older generation of Western scholars was inclined to believe, such views have hardly diminished with education. Religious belief operates at every level of society in Africa. Popular priests and prophets work in areas where the poor live, while the rich may have their own more exclusive spiritual advisors. Some religious leaders minister to both rich and poor. In most countries plural religious allegiance is common at all levels of society, so that an individual may be a member of several religious congregations simultaneously, and in many parts of the continent may even practice religious rituals regarded in the West as belonging to different systems of belief, such as Christianity and Islam, or Christianity and 'traditional' religion, or Sufism and reformed Islam, as in Sudan.
The present article, then, is an attempt to sketch a theory which we hope will clarify the relationship between religion and politics in Africa. We propose to proceed by steps from a discussion of what religion is, and how it may best be studied, to a brief analysis of a couple of popular religious texts chosen by way of illustration, before passing on to some further observations on the way in which power is organised and perceived in various African societies. Our text has been written with sub-Saharan Africa in mind, although it is possible that the theory which we outline is at least partly applicable to North Africa, and indeed some aspects may be of interest to observers of other parts of the world, for reasons which should become clear. It has also drawn examples mostly from the literature on Christianity rather than Islam simply due to lack of knowledge on our part. Since politics is generally supposed to be concerned with the distribution of power in society, religious texts which discuss the latter are at least implicitly political in nature. However, we emphatically do not argue that the many popular texts about encounters with witches or about hidden universes of evil are simple allegories, critiques of politics written in code in order to avoid prosecution or other retribution. That has become hardly necessary in the last ten years, during which time most of Africa has acquired a remarkable press freedom which removes most need for criticism of a government to be oblique. It is rather that any discourse on the morality and organisation of power, even if such a discourse is written in religious idiom, has political implications in a continent where all power is widely believed to have its ultimate origin in the same source, namely the invisible world. Religious discourse thus has implications for states which certainly cannot be described as weak or in crisis, like South Africa. But the fact is that many African states do show symptoms of acute political fragility and in some dramatic cases, such as Somalia, Congo, Sierra Leone and many others, the conventional apparatus of the state functions hardly or not at all. Again, for the sake of clarity, we will state what we are not arguing: we do not contend that the emergence of new religious forms or new religious tendencies, including those Muslim and Christian movements sometimes labelled 'fundamentalist', is always a response to what has often been described as state collapse. On the contrary, it is clear that certain widespread religious trends, such as Islamic renewal and Pentecostal revival movements, affect many parts of the world,7 and in this sense Africa is merely undergoing a similar experience to that of some other continents. What we do point out is that such movements are not devoid of political significance in an African context, where there are deeply rooted concepts of power which tend to merge the religious and the political, and that such movements acquire a specific public role when the institutions of state have rotted away.
The short, highly readable religious texts which are so popular in Africa are not, then, conscious or even unconscious attempts to broadcast political messages in the conventional meaning of the word 'politics'. On the contrary, there is no reason to doubt that the authors of such texts believe themselves to be recounting true stories or discussing real occurrences, no matter how puzzling these may seem to those who do not believe that witchcraft or journeys to the underworld can possibly be real. Their meaning is to be sought less in a refined deconstruction of their symbolism, although the symbols used are indeed informative, than in considering how entire cultures come to consider reality in specific ways, including in terms of interaction between the visible and invisible forces which they believe to constitute the world and to determine its evolution. In short, we believe that the analysis of these religious texts should be based on one vital assumption: that the authors intend what they write to be taken literally, however unlikely it may seem.
INTERPRETING RELIGION
The interpretation of popular religious literature (and, a fortiori, of the oral expression of religion) in Africa poses problems for conventional modes of analysing both politics and religion.
The disciplines most widely used for writing on public affairs in Africa are political science and economics.8 Neither of these two is equipped to encompass the belief, so widespread in Africa, that there exists a continuum between visible and invisible worlds, or that mankind shares its environment with spirits of various types which have a determining influence on the outcome of mundane transactions and with which direct communication is possible. Western analysts who attempt to study the role of religion in African politics often adopt an institutional approach which can hardly consider how religious ideologies come to have a bearing on the ways in which political power is actually perceived and exercised.9 The work of those historians who have made the most interesting attempts to reconstitute past relationships between religion and politics10 has made relatively little impact on the literature on contemporary politics and public affairs. An important exception, however, is a francophone school of political science, strongly influenced by a wider literature of philosophy, history ' the rational method of determining objective truth. It is important to note that this does not imply that an analyst who adopts the 'emic' form of analysis in the first instance has to share the religious beliefs of the people he or she studies; it implies only that the observer must initially suspend judgement by allowing the believers being studied (in this case Africans) the right to express matters in the terms they think appropriate. This is the approach which we will follow here. Modern Africans, then, tend to believe in the existence of invisible forces which share the world with visible ones and to that extent they may be described as religious.2" Among the evidence for this assertion is the rapid growth of movements of religious renewal or revival which are to be found in all parts of Africa today.22 Some dynamic Christian and Muslim movements are often described as 'fundamentalist', a term which has become more misleading than useful and which we will try to avoid. movements. Elsewhere, Christian and Muslim revivalists and followers of other movements seek less to create theocracies than to effect a change of heart in individuals or to purge society of evil and sickness. However a religious preoccupation with evil is not devoid of political implications, as we may see by taking some specific examples.
THE JOURNEY OF EVANGELIST MUKENDI: A BRIEF EXEGESIS
At this point, we will turn to an example of one of the popular religious texts referred to in the introduction to this article which provides an illustration of the belief that the modern world is infested by witches and other persons who make use of spiritual powers for malign purposes. In spite of its mystical form, this text is replete with political meanings due to its preoccupation with the extent of evil in society.
The text, published in English and Swahili, is by a Congolese Christian preacher who is well known in the west of the former Zaire. The preacher, Evangelist Mukendi, tells the story of his life from the time he was weaned by a mermaid and pledged to Satan by his father, himself a witch. Mukendi, now born again in Christ, records the appalling experiences he had in his years as a witch. He describes how he travelled throughout the witches' underworld which, he claims, contains complexes of modern institutions created and used by witches, including universities and an international airport in Kinshasa. In this extraordinary treatise on the underworld of sorcery, he records how ' every town or village in the world has some hidden human activities under the water nearby'. Here, the spirits of people who in life were controlled by the fallen angels, the agents of evil, congregate and communicate with the 'witch doctors, sorcerers and magicians' still living in the town.26 In their underwater lairs, the agents of the Devil feast on human flesh. They 'promote sorcerers, magicians and witch doctors' to high positions in the towns above ground, in the visible world. They manufacture diabolic objects underground, including 'cars, clothes, perfumes, money, radios and television sets' which they peddle above ground to try and 'distort and destroy the lives of those who purchase such items'. There are even underground scientists employed by the fallen angels. This text is an investigation in religious form and using religious imagery of a fundamental problem of human life: the meaning of evil. In some respects it is highly traditional, since in western Zaire, as in some other parts of Africa, access to the spirit world is often said to pass through water,31 and the figure of the mermaid or female water-spirit is a familiar one, which is itself a subject of popular literature and, increasingly, of academic study.32 Nevertheless, this is by no means a tale from folklore. On the contrary, it purports to be an autobiography which represents the agents of the Devil as fully modernised and as operating in the central institutions of society. They are said to have their own universities, scientists and airports, and to infiltrate international organisations. In fact this text comes close to suggesting that the world of consultants and development experts has been infiltrated by evil-doers. This may be inferred to include employees of the World Bank, for example, international experts on Africa par excellence, who would probably be shocked to know that they are considered agents of the Evil One. 28 There is nothing peculiar to Africa about politicians seeking to make political capital out of displays of religious allegiance or respect. Politicians in almost every part of the world sometimes visit places of worship, especially during election campaigns, for the purpose of winning votes. This does not mean that they are necessarily believers themselves. In Africa, however, unlike in Europe or North America, there is reason to believe that political elites do not use religion solely as a means of increasing their base of popular support but that in many cases they also believe that access to the spiritual world is a vital resource in the constant struggle to secure advantage over their rivals in political in-fighting. This can be done by conventional techniques of win popularity, there is thus abundant evidence that heads of state also practice religion in private for no obvious clientelist motive. Quite simply, they, like most of their constituents, believe that real power has its roots in the invisible world and that therefore the cultivation of spiritual power is vital for their continued political existence.
Heads of state with spiritual advisors or private cults appear to believe that the weight of the affairs of state requires them to have access to esoteric forms of power from which the mass of the population is excluded. All elites tend to cultivate their own exclusive institutions, in Africa and elsewhere, in which they may socialize with their peers. African heads of state, the evidence suggests, tend to believe in the importance of the invisible world just as their subjects do, but seek higher forms of power commensurate with the importance of the positions they seek to defend and of the burdens which they have to discharge. It is common to tenure of great power in all cultures that it imposes on its holders choices weightier than those facing most of their subjects, and that this takes power-holders into an exclusive moral realm.
In fact, the religious practices of the mighty in Africa, esoteric though they might be, are usually known to the population. In the days before press freedom became general in the continent in the I99os, elite activities of this sort were favourite subjects of popular debate through radio trottoir.51 Ordinary people understand well enough the role played by religion in elite struggles since many use techniques similar to those of their leaders to solve the problems of their daily lives by consulting healers, spirit mediums, priests, prophets, diviners and marabouts, by seeking the blessing of the ancestors or by attending religious services of every variety.
One consequence of the frequency with which members of the elite seek advice on their most intimate spiritual problems is that those marabouts and other spiritual experts who include politicians among their clientele themselves become brokers of power in the most mundane sense. The marabouts of the elite become repositories of highly confidential information, since those politicians who resort to their services will divulge their innermost ambitions in a bid to attain the power they crave. In this way a leading marabout may acquire inside knowledge of planned coups and other secrets of his elite clients, Religious revival movements of various sorts have had an increasing impact in the public realm of many African countries over the last twenty years. This roughly coincides with a decline of the formal apparatuses of state and government over the same period. The same period has also witnessed an explosion of the type of popular religious literature which we have earlier discussed. While it would be too simple to regard this as a simple case of cause and effect, there are reasons to believe that these two factors are connected.
Africa, of course, is not alone in seeing the emergence of new religious movements in the last two decades, some of which have become political forces, as examples from Asia and America will testify.59 Hence it would not be correct to argue that new religious movements have emerged in Africa solely in order to fill a vacuum in public life. Moreover, dynamic new political movements have emerged also in African countries where the state cannot be said to be heading towards crisis, such as South Africa. Our observation is simply that such religious movements are rarely devoid of political implication and that when they do emerge in a country where the state is unable to fulfil its expected functions in regard to the law and public order, religion can take on a specific importance.
Before examining this matter further, it is useful to dwell briefly on the travails of African states and the ways in which these are normally described. Probably the most influential analyses of the malaise of African states, which has been increasingly evident since the early Today, inasmuch as the industrialised world has a coherent view of Africa, it is that African countries need to enact political reforms which will create public institutions better able to design and implement rational policies conducive to stability and economic growth. The institutions of state which have decayed so markedly in Africa in the last two decades, and which the major donors are now struggling to restore to working order, are those originally established by European colonial powers in conformity with the norms applying in Europe itself at the time.6' Briefly, colonial administrators supposed that government should be through modern, bureaucratic organs of a state of which the proper function is to uphold a rational system of law and to design and implement rational policies. These policies, generally speaking, depend on material inputs of resources for the satisfaction of specific aims deemed to be in the common good. The identification of this common good is made, in the last resort, by political authorities. In the colonial times these were situated in European metropoles but these days they are located in Africa's capital cities. It is noteworthy that this conception of government introduced in colonial times is almost identical to the concept of' good governance' so much in vogue among donors today.
The religious revival in Africa can be said to reflect a concern with poor governance, expressed in a different idiom, inasmuch as new religious movements are often centrally concerned with the problem of evil in society and are looking for alternative sources of power. Even in countries with states which remain strong, the emergence of new religious movements can reasonably be seen as attempts to locate new sources or forms of power. The answer seems to lie in the precariousness of power in Africa. A ruler who has struggled and fought, often literally, to achieve power, and who is conscious of the danger of violent overthrow, is even more likely than a constitutional ruler to require special power to survive. In such conditions any source of additional power becomes attractive. In many traditional African religions instant earthly power is believed to be obtainable through sacrifices, by the spilling of blood. In the Christian tradition the ultimate source of all power lies with God. However, the granting of earthly power and wealth is also considered one of the principal assets of the Devil, the incarnation of evil. One of the effects of Christian evangelization in Africa has been to demonise certain traditional religious beliefs, notably concerning blood sacrifice. Hence, the spilling of blood for We have noted that the academic literature on Africa in recent years has been dominated by studies of the deficiencies of public life and public institutions, and that these analyses have generally been written in the idiom appropriate to such academic disciplines as economics or political science. There is reason to believe that many Africans, in pondering questions regarding the vagaries of power, phrase the question and its response in a religious idiom in preference to, or in addition to, the idiom of conventional Western discourse. This becomes particularly clear in the idiom of witchcraft, as may be seen in both academic and popular literature. Many modern Cameroonians, for example, have come to the conclusion that the rapidity with which political careers rise and fall is explicable only by reference to witchcraft.73 Both during and since the colonial period many countries have witnessed witch-finding movements inspired by a widespread belief that witches are at large and that, since the government offers no solution or may be itself infested with witches who have grown powerful and rich on their illegitimate assumption of power, ordinary people must improvise their own defence.
RELIGION AS A POLITICAL IDIOM
In discussing this matter, we encounter a difficult semantic problem. While the vocabulary applied to religion in the modern English language is reasonably adequate for technical descriptions of prayer or ritual, it is inadequate for discussion of more subjective matters such as the positive or negative, or good or evil, purposes of religious action. Writers are obliged to have recourse to terms such as 'witchcraft' and 'sorcery' to describe ideas whose fluidity and nuances may be significantly different in African languages and African thought. 74 Even ritual experts schooled in the Western tradition, such as priests and theologians trained in missionary seminaries, seem to experience difficulty in articulating religious experience in terms which are familiar to African worshippers. This is certainly an important reason why, in Christian communities in Africa, there has been a marked movement away from the missionary-instituted or mainline churches towards African-initiated ones.75 A major attraction of Africaninitiated churches is the fact that these churches openly address matters of spirit possession, spiritual subversion or witchcraft, and healing. In this regard the career of Archbishop Milingo is both significant and exemplary. Milingo's success, and his downfall, were his ability to articulate people's problems in terms which they understood exactly. In the classical Western lexicon, some of these problems might be termed medical, others psychological, and others political or economic. Milingo was able to address all of these in a religious idiom of words and action.76 There are many other examples of religious healers or prophets who have been successful in addressing what we might regard as political or economic or even military problems by religious discourse and action. The Naprama cult of counter-violence in Mozambique was, at least for a brief period, an effective antidote to the cult of violence espoused by RENAMO.77 Economic problems caused by drought have also given rise to religious movements whose object is to make rain fall, one of the duties expected of public authorities in traditional cosmology but also in modern ones, in Mozambique for example. 78 Some leading authors have contemplated the formation of idioms or systems of discourse which are, or can be, effective in African politics as ' a generalizing and productive political language'.Y9 Such a language is in fact emerging in the idiom of religion. This is particularly attempt to bestow religious legitimacy on themselves. In countries where the state apparatus has been eroded to an alarming degree, such as Congo, Somalia, Sierra Leone and others, religious movements in the long term may offer not just a new basis for legitimising power, but even a means of restructuring some sort of apparatus which will fulfil the functions of government. There is a risk that, if the process of turning religion into an idiom of politics develops along the present lines, African politics will become increasingly incomprehensible to outsiders. Discourses on witchcraft and on the unseen world of evil, like that of Evangelist Mukendi, who declares himself to have been saved from Satan by the power of Christ, may be relevant to many Africans but they are not easily understood by others. A challenge to Africans is to develop a new language of politics which incorporates the role of public authorities as upholders of cosmic order while also being comprehensible internationally. The challenge to academics is to understand this language of public affairs not as a symptom of a new form of exoticism, but as a debate on the proper function of power in Africa.82
